Cytokeratin 20 is not a tissue-specific marker for the detection of malignant epithelial cells in the blood of colorectal cancer patients.
The clinical benefit of using reverse transcription polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR)-based assays to detect circulating tumour cells during post-operative surveillance of cancer patients remains unclear. Cytokeratin 20 has been proposed as a tissue-specific marker for the detection of micrometastases in the blood of colorectal cancer patients. However, recent reports have challenged its specificity, and hence the validity of its use. The aim of this study was to evaluate the tissue-specificity of ck20 mRNA transcription and its use for detecting circulating colon epithelial cells. RNA was isolated from the peripheral blood of 51 colorectal cancer patients, four patients with benign gastrointestinal disease and 42 healthy controls. In addition, it was prepared from 32 colorectal cancers, from a pituitary cancer, from normal kidney, liver, fibroblasts, keratinocytes and from 24 lymph nodes obtained from eight patients with benign gastrointestinal disease. Real-time RT-PCR assays were used to quantitative and compare ck20 transcription. Significant levels of ck20 mRNA were detected in all 42 blood samples from healthy volunteers and in all pre- and post-operative blood samples from colorectal cancer patients regardless of the presence of metastatic disease. It was also detected in all other mRNA samples analysed. The lack of colon tissue-specificity renders ck20 useless as a marker for the post-operative surveillance of colorectal cancer patients.